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Contra-Fundm* Affair Illustrates 
Failure of the Oversight Process 

Concerned [siwmakors Didn 't Follow Ih rough in t ( )Ho 



Bv David Ignatius 
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The White House has said — not wrongly — 
that Col. North did not break any laws. That 
misses the point. The point is that the presiden- 
cy has been dragged into an operation every bit 
as noxious as the White House Plumbers caper 
that led to the Nixon impeachment proceedings." 

That assessment ot the North affair wasn’t 
made last week, or even last month. It appeared 
more than a year ago, in an Aug. 16, 1985, col- 
umn by the late Joseph Kraft. ‘The congressional 
leaders have pretty much given up on the over- 
sight committees," Kraft noted. His point was 
that dubious activities, it left uncorrected, can 
lead to disaster. 


Krnit’s remark illustrates an important— and. 
tor Congress and the press, embarrassing — as- 
pect of the contra-funding affair. Lt. Col. Oliver 
L. North's questionable fund-raising — 
cttorts for the contras, far from be- j 
ing a secret that suddenly erupted ! flNALYSIS 1 
last month, have been evident to anyone who 
bothered to look for nearly two years. It still isn't 
clear whether North’s funding activities m 1984 
and 1985 were illegal, but they almost certainly 
violated the spirit or the law— and contained the 
seeds of the Iran scandal. 

Congress fretted about the problem through 
much of last year, but couldn’t figure out a way 
to stop what many members thought were 
North’., violations of the 1984 Boland Amend- 
ment. which banned direct or indirect l r .S. mil- 
oary aid tor the Nicaraguan counterrevolution- 
‘fie,. Similarly, me prev, published sporadic ac- 
* >unt, of North , ictivitit*, but never conducted 
■ t "attained investigation. North may have ex- 
ploiter! this tolerant attitude toward his private- 
funding network and pushed on to a more ag- 
gressive funding tactic— the diversion of profits 
from the sale of weapons to Iran. 

The Reagan administration’s success in stone- 
walling Congress last year may have emboldened 
North, according to Rep. Michael D. Barnes (D- 
Md.), who tried and failed in 1985 to uncover the 
tacts about North’s private-funding efforts. 

‘I teel a little personal responsibility that I 
wasn t more aggressive in my investigation," 
Barnes said in an interview. ’Tve come to the 
conclusion that the reason the rest happened was 
that the White House believed that if I couldn't 
get them, and Lee [H. Hamilton fD-Indj. chair- 
man of the House Permanent Select Committee 
on Intelligence! couldn’t, they were immune. ’ 
C ongressional and legal investigations of th e 
Nor_th scandal may tnk emonths to nm rh*ir 
course. and they will rightly focus on the mis- 
deeds of Reayan administration officials. But 


■S EE HUpE ‘ n the blame ror not ItoSi mg 

? 0rch A activities Before tney did such de vastat. 
mn damage. according to these Expert s"' the 
^.■ladaLjllustrates , among other things, rho m - 
• gity ot the existing ov ersight process rr> ,-nrh 
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deterrSrh?* p ° pui 5' ty ot ' the President that 
deterred the oversight committees and the Dress 

from pursuing the issue," said Stansfield Turner 
a termer director of central intelligence. “We've 
lost some of our oversight by default." 

"If Col. North's early activities had been proo- 
erly investigated by congressional committees- 
which had warnings that something questionable 
;va.' going on— the Iran fiasco might never have 
Happened, said Fred Wertheimer, president of 
Common Cause, a lobbying group that repeat- 
edly urged the intelligence committees to con- 
duct such an investigation last year. 

This failure of congressional oversight may be 
one item on the agenda of the Senate select com- 
mittee that will investigate the Iran affair next 
>ear, according to one source close to the inves- 
tigation. 

North was certainly no stranger to newspaper 
readers over the last several years. A review of 
the leading L.S. newspapers, magazines and 
Wlre ser ™ es shows that he was mentioned by 
mT- u- 62 separnte stones f rom 1983 through 
, Hls contra-tunding effort was the worst- 
Kept secret in town. 

borne of these articles make disturbing read- 
iiu now. The Christian Science Monitor re- 
ported in November 1984. after the ban on U.S. 
military aid to the contras took effect, that North 
Ms P' 11 ”^ '* right-’.v iiig network' supporting 

{ e ,,r ra % Tne Los A “ w!es Times and The 
v >'ll Street Journal each ran a series of articles 
in March 198o that mentioned the administra- 
tion s role in private funding. The Miami Herald 
reported in June 1983 a "definite link" between 
the Reagan administration and private funding. 

v Li,* , eW , ' 0rk Times Provided details about 
North s fund-raising for the contras and his “tac- 
tical influence on their military operations in 
•August 1985. But the Times, apparently m r ” 
sponse to requests from the White House, re- 
I^oNorth only as a National Security Coun- 

North's name did appear a few davs later in a 
detailed profile ot him ,n The Washington Post 
I ne article drew tire from the White House' 
which argued that North's identity and activities 
were so secret that naming him could put his life 
in jeopardy. In tact, North’s name had already 
appeared in at least 13 different stories in major 
publications before the Post article. 

The August 1985 press reports about North 
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triggered calls for a congressional investigation. 
Barnes sent a letter on Aug. 16 to Robert C. 
McFarlane, then national security adviser, re* 
questing information about North. When Barnes 
finally met with McFarlane two months later, the 
national security adviser offered to let Barnes 
review documents about North, but not remove 
them from the White House. 

“I came away from the meeting with a feeling 
that he had something to hide. He protested too 
much," Barnes recalled. 

Wertheimer of Common Cause urged rhp 
H ouse and Senate intelligence committees to 
investigate secret NSC funding efforts for the 
c ontras in an Aug. 14, 1985, letter. He renewed 
the request in September. Wertheimer again 
u rged the committees to investigate North in 
October, after the Associated Press published a 
story naming Nortn as the coordinator of *a se - 
cr et plan to replace CIA funds with assista nce 
from American citizens and U.S. allies." 

Another protest came from Kep. Leon E. 
Panetta (D-Calif.), who sent a Sept. 5, 1985, let- 
ter to House colleagues requesting an investi- 
gation of “reports that Lt. Col. Oliver L. North 
. . . has been meeting with contra leaders and 
providing both military advice and assistance in 
raising funds from private sources." Panetta 
stressed that “the issue here involves the pos- 
sible violation of the spirit, if not the letter of 
the law.” 

But M cFarlane assured the intelligence com- 
mittees that North's activities were an He 
wrote in a September 1985 letter to Hamilton: 
“We did not solicit funds or other support for 


military or paramilitary activities either r, 
Americans or third parties." McFarlane’* stJtO! 
ment was at least questionable at the ***** 
light of a published report in March 1985 that an 

AdS S r f‘° n ° ffiCial had assi8ted c££ feadX 

Adolfo Calero in soliciting funds includm<Tm2 
ing introductions for him to potential ri^n" 8 ” 0 *" 
the chairmen of the tJtaffigSSif 
accepted McFariane’s assurances and ZS 
against further investigation. d decided 

The committee was imoress^H ** 
McFarfane's willingness to discuss these^sues 
and his response to our questions " ij Ues 
■Iton. chairman of the HdS 
to Wertheimer in Novembe ?"} SSuSLT H 

the ruf evidence that Col. North violated 
the Boland Amendment. At this Doinr r am. 
aware of such evidence." p0,nt * 1 3,11 “* 

“The allegations raised in the press cannot h* 
proved." wrote Sen. David F. oESSSfl? 
Mmn.) chairman of the Senate Select ComnS’ 
tee on Intelligence. “** Com,mt - 

™S 8h !!!5 f he legaiity of Nor th’s activities is a 
complicated legal problem. It turns on in Snr*? 

tation of the Boland Amendment's ban against 
the expenditure of funds by any U 
volyed in intelligence actives to supSri “S' 
rectly or indirectly, military or paraSrl on 
erations in Nicaragua by any nation, grou7 or- 
ganization, movement or individual." 

fha r e r mb€rs of Con 8ress thought last year 
North was violating the spirit— and perhaos 
also the letter— of the Boland Amendment Thev 
wjsh now that they had made thSTa?gumenV 
more strongly— strongly enough to force the 

administration to curb North’s activities. “ 
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